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Abstract  
In this paper, we provide an account-centric analysis of the tweeting activity of, and public response to, Pope 
Benedict XVI via the @pontifex Twitter account(s). We focus our investigation on the particular phase around 
Pope Benedict XVI’s resignation to generate insights into the use of Twitter in response to a celebrity crisis 
event. Through a combined qualitative and quantitative methodological approach we generate an overview of the 
follower-base and tweeting activity of the @pontifex account. We identify a very one-directional communication 
pattern (many @mentions by followers yet zero @replies from the papal account itself), which prompts us to 
enquire further into what the public resonance of the @pontifex account is. We also examine reactions to the 
resurrection of the papal Twitter account by Pope Benedict XVI’s successor. In this way, we provide a 
comprehensive analysis of the public response to the immediate events around the crisis event of Pope Benedict 
XVI’s resignation and its aftermath via the network of users involved in the @pontifex account. 
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Papal tweeting: a one-way street 
The creation of the @pontifex Twitter account(s) (there are nine accounts in different languages) in 
December 2012 placed Pope Benedict XVI in the company of other political and community leaders 
and celebrities who employ Twitter as a tool for managing their public presence, from Barack Obama 
to Lady Gaga. The foray into online social networking was seen as the signal of a renewed push by the 
Roman Catholic Church to improve its public relations activities at a time of persistent crisis, in an 
institution affected by scandals over sexual abuse by priests, the leaking of sensitive documents by the 
Pope’s personal aide, and allegations of money laundering against the Vatican Bank (AFP, 2013). 
While the papal accounts rapidly attracted a substantial number of followers (some 1.6 million Twitter 
users followed @pontifex by 28 February 2013, while Spanish-language version @pontifex_es 
attracted nearly 750,000 users; the Latin @pontifex_ln had more than 26,000 followers), and received 
a very substantial number of @mentions since its inception, communication between followers and 
account holder was limited to a one-way channel; the Pope (or his aides) posted 28 tweets between 
December 2012 and February 2013 that constituted 140-character prayers or blessings such as “May 
we defend the right of conscientious objection of individuals and institutions, promoting freedom and 
respect for all” (7 Jan. 2013). The tweets were posted simultaneously and in (sometimes 
grammatically incorrect) translation by all nine papal accounts. However, there was no use of 
@mentions or retweets in any such messages, and the papal accounts followed only each other, rather 
than connecting with some, or all, of their additional followers. This limited use of the communicative 
affordances of the Twitter platform is perhaps unsurprising, given the nature and status of the papal 
role, even if the accounts of other world leaders have demonstrated that different communicative 
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strategies are possible for such celebrities (or their media teams) (see e.g. Marwick and boyd, 2011; 
Page, 2012; Waters and Williams, 2011). 
 
An account in crisis: analysing the public response to the papal resignation via Twitter 
In light of the limited tweeting activity by the Pope himself, what is of greater interest is the public 
resonance of his accounts. In addition to the initial public reaction to the creation of these accounts, a 
particular focus here must be on the response to the virtually unprecedented act of the Pope’s 
resignation, announced on 11 February and enacted on 28 February 2013. This paper explores user 
reactions to the resignation as they are expressed in tweets mentioning or replying to the papal 
accounts, with particular focus on the most prominent, English-language account @pontifex. Drawing 
on standard methods and metrics for Twitter analysis (Bruns & Stieglitz 2012; 2013), we chart the 
total volume of user participation around the @pontifex account, and explore patterns of activity over 
time as more information about the resignation came to hand. Additionally, we use automated content 
analysis, social network analysis, and qualitative textual analysis techniques to examine the key trends 
in the popular response. This combination of quantitative and qualitative methodologies enables us to 
complete a comprehensive analysis of the communicative activities and types of connections that 
characterised the short life of the @pontifex account. 
Quantitative analysis 
Our analysis is based on a dataset which contains all tweets from, as well as @mentioning, the nine 
papal accounts collected via the open source tool yourTwapperkeeper (on methods used to capture 
tweets, see Bruns and Burgess, 2011; Bruns and Stieglitz, 2013; Bruns & Liang, 2012). First, 
quantitative analysis enabled us to generate basic overall perspectives on the public resonance of these 
accounts. For example, Figure 1 shows the total volume of tweets and total number of unique users 
@mentioning the @pontifex accounts from 3 Dec. 2012 to 28 Feb. 2013. It reveals that there were 
major spikes in activity around the announcement of the papal accounts on 3 Dec., the Pope’s first 
tweet on 12 Dec., and the resignation announcement on 11 Feb. 2013. This suggests that public 
reactions to the @pontifex account proliferate around events, not particular tweets, and is indicative of 
the disconnected character of the tweets produced via the @pontifex account; they do not relate 
directly to the offline activities of the Pope or to current affairs. The fact that no official tweet went out 
via the @pontifex account to announce or comment on Pope Benedict XVI’s resignation attests to this. 
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Figure 1: tweets and unique users @mentioning the @pontifex accounts, 3 Dec. 2012 to 28 Feb. 2013. 
 
Qualitative analysis 
Further in-depth analysis of tweets by the users who most frequently @mention the account enables us 
to classify these users as one of a number of types (ranging, for example, from believer through critic 
to retweet bot), and allows for a differentiation of Twitter resonance across these different respondent 
categories. We use automated and manual content analysis of a sample of the tweets by such user 
groups to examine the key themes highlighted in their tweets, especially in the context of the papal 
resignation. We explore overall sentiment towards the Pope and the Church, and examine the presence 
of key themes related to current issues in the Church (e.g. sexual abuse, celibacy, internal governance, 
the decline of faith, etc.), in order to assess whether the @pontifex account(s) have been able to 
achieve their assumed aim of connecting with the faithful, or have served mainly as a lightning-rod for 
critics of the Church. We undertake this analysis from a dynamic perspective, tracing the evolution of 
public sentiment towards the papal resignation from the first rumours on 11 February to the formal 
commencement of the sede vacante period on 28 February. 
Finally, we also aim to examine Twitter activity around the papal accounts during the interregnum and 
in the wake of the election of a new Pope in March and April 2013. With the commencement of sede 
vacante, all tweets posted by Benedict XVI were removed from the nine papal accounts, and stored in 
archives on the Vatican’s official news Website (News.va, 2013a); a related statement noted that 
“@pontifex will be inactive during the interim period between the renouncement of Pope Benedict 
XVI and the election of his successor” and that the account would “be available for use by the next 
Pope as he may wish” (News.va, 2013b). This, however, has not stopped other Twitter users from 
continuing to @mention the account (as an alternative to referring to Benedict XVI by name, or to the 
office of the Pope in general); through in-depth quantitative and qualitative analysis we intend to 
examine the overall patterns and tenor of such @mentions. This may reveal the use of Twitter to 
follow news updates ahead of and during the papal election, track the ongoing evaluation of Benedict 
XVI’s legacy, and/or highlight debates about emerging candidates for the papacy. 
Conclusion – a case study for public communication around celebrity crises 
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This account-centric (as opposed to hashtag-centric) study of Twitter activities around a major 
celebrity presence provides important insights into the public resonance of leading celebrity accounts, 
and especially enables an understanding of how the Twitter userbase reacts to significant celebrity 
crisis events. The papal resignation offers a case study which can be usefully compared with the other 
celebrity crises covered by this panel. The public response to the immediate events around the crisis 
and its aftermath via Twitter reveals the way in which the social networking site is enrolled in the 
negotiation of public crises by online users. As such, our study makes an important contribution to 
generating an understanding of the increasing techno-social hybridity of modern public spheres. 
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